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THE EVENTS OF 11 September 2001 and the
Global War on Terrorism (GWOT) have re-

sulted in a significant expansion of U.S. Special Op-
erations Command (SOCOM) and special operations
forces (SOF) roles and missions. At the direction of
Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, the Army
has also placed SOCOM in the new and unfamiliar
role of a supported combatant command.1 The com-
bination of expanded roles and missions with a higher
demand for SOF assets and capabilities and in-
creased command responsibilities poses a daunting
challenge.

SOCOM’s expanded roles and missions increase
manpower requirements for SOF personnel who can
plan at the strategic level.2 As more SOF operators
begin performing strategic planning duties, SOF units
risk losing capabilities.3 Given SOF truths (people are
more important than hardware, competent SOF can-
not be created or mass-produced in an emergency,
and quality over quantity), the expanded requirement
for operators and planners presents a dilemma.4

How does SOCOM educate enough SOF plan-
ners for its expanded mission without compromis-
ing its capabilities or disregarding SOF truths?
SOCOM cannot simply strip tactical SOF units, al-
ready critically short of experienced manpower, to
meet the demand for educated strategic planners
who can function effectively on a combatant
commander’s staff or on a joint special operations
task force (JSOTF).

SOF field grade officers receive no formal edu-
cation to prepare them for joint special operations
(SO) at the operational level except that obtained in
the intermediate service schools (ISSs). This lack
of formal joint SO education limits these officers’
ability to contribute and integrate SOF capabilities
into joint staffs. The Army must address these limi-
tations by introducing SOF officers to joint special
operations early in their careers, either through for-

mal joint SO classroom instruction or distance learn-
ing, to prepare them for service with regional
combatant commanders, theater special operations
commands (TSOCs), joint task forces (JTF), JSOTF,
or joint staffs. The SOF staff officer must be able
to rapidly transition from SOF operator to effective
JSOTF staff officer.

Defining the Problem
Joint doctrine is authoritative and followed except

when, in the commander’s judgment, exceptional cir-
cumstances dictate otherwise. After the 11 Septem-
ber 2001 terrorist attacks, operational planners at
U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM) tasked Spe-
cial Operations Command-Central (SOCCENT) to
prosecute the opening phase of the campaign in Af-
ghanistan against al-Qaeda and the Taliban. After
an initial mission analysis, SOCCENT tasked the
Middle East-oriented 5th Special Forces Group
(SFG) to form a JSOTF, which eventually became
known as Task Force (TF) Dagger.

Although the SOCCENT commander’s decision
appears to have been successful—with much pain
and augmentation by Special Operations Command
Joint Forces Command (SOCJFCOM) and other
SOF units, the decision put the group commander
in a role of JSOTF commander, a role for which his
position was not doctrinally designed.5 Joint Publi-
cation (JP) 3-05.1, Joint Tactics, Techniques, and
Procedures for Joint Special Operations Task
Force Operations, states that “the core of the
JSOTF staff is normally drawn from the theater
SOC [Special Operations Command] staff or exist-
ing SOF component with augmentation from other
service SOF.”6

The SOCCENT commander’s decision to form
the JSOTF with an existing service component im-
peded operations for the TF Dagger commander by
placing him in the unenviable position of planning and
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integrating major joint operational-level func-
tions and tactical-level service tasks simul-
taneously. As one former SFG commander
noted, this arrangement is the least preferred
course of action because the commander
does not have an organization of joint staff
officers accustomed to working with the
combatant commander’s staff at the joint
operational level.7

Doctrine for Army Special Forces (SF)
and other SOF is nested in joint doctrine;
however, the SFG headquarters is rarely, if
ever, manned with joint-qualified staff offic-
ers. For example, during operations in Haiti
in 1993, when the 3d SFG commander tried
to form a temporary JSOTF, he discovered
that there were no joint-qualified officers in
his headquarters to fill essential positions,
thus hindering initial startup. The 3d SFG
commander later said, “We thought we could
do it all, but found that we could not.”8

Most SFG or Naval Special Warfare
Group staff functions are performed by
newly promoted field grade officers with
minimal or no joint experience. Some are re-
cent ISS graduates and might have served
temporary duty as a company grade officer
with a joint headquarters during a previous
deployment. Fewer still have attended the
Joint Special Operations University (JSOU)
or participated in JSOTF training exercises
hosted by SOCJFCOM. So, what can SOF
commanders do to enhance their assigned field grade
officers’ knowledge of joint operations? The answer
is joint SOF education and training.

One senior SOF officer with several previous joint
tours noted, “Joint tactics, techniques, and proce-
dures must be learned (education) and practiced
(training). Learning can conceivably be done in the
service schools; practice must be done in joint train-
ing exercises, experimentation, testing, and finally
operations.”9

SOF Individual Training
Requirements

According to JP 3-05, Doctrine for Joint Spe-
cial Operations, “SOF require a combination of
basic military training and specialized skill training to
achieve operational proficiency. SOF-specific train-
ing includes both individual skill training and exten-
sive unit training to ensure maximum readiness.”10

United States Code, Title 10, Section 167, “Defini-
tions,” charges the SOCOM commander with the

training of all special operations forces.11 This training
should include interoperability with conventional and
other SOF forces, particularly individual SO train-
ing, and professional military education. Joint train-
ing of SOF is shared with the regional combatant
commanders who, through their TSOC, articulate
SOF mission-essential tasks supporting theater cam-
paign and security cooperation planning.12 The
sooner SOF officers are educated and trained at the
operational and strategic levels of joint operations,
the better prepared they will be when they are as-
signed to a TSOC or other joint staff responsible for
SOF integration.

Because SOF can deploy unilaterally or in sup-
port of a conventional force at all spectrums of con-
flict, they must retain the company-level skills they
developed before moving into special operations. Not
only must company grade officers know SOF mis-
sion-essential tasks, they must continue to hone skills
for integration into conventional force operations in
support of theater objectives.13
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Members of the 20th Special
Forces Group and the CJSOTF-
Afghanistan depart a helicopter
landing zone for a border
security meeting with Pakistan
forces, 14 February 2004.

INSURGENCY



4 May -June 2004 l MILITARY REVIEW

In August 2002, the Army War College invited 51
representatives from Army major commands, the
Army Staff, the Center for Lessons Learned, the
Center for Military History, RAND, and other gov-
ernment agencies to discuss their initial impressions
of GWOT and to capture lessons learned. One key
lesson learned was that “better SOF-conventional
integration and more joint training must be executed
to husband Army SOF for the many essential mis-
sions they will perform in the ongoing war against
terrorism.”14

According to SOCOM Publication 1, Special Op-
erations in Peace and War, “Training and educa-
tion are the twin pillars of special operations profes-
sional development. Training is designed to produce
individuals and units that have mastered the tactics,
techniques, and procedures through which units ac-
complish their missions. Through education, individu-
als learn the art and science of war and peacetime
operations and develop military judgment necessary
to apply initiative and creativity to the solution of
problems and challenges.”15 The focus must be at
the operational-strategic level of warfighting in a joint
environment. SOF can apply these skill sets directly
to campaign planning for the GWOT.

SOF personnel must complement their formal
training with education. SOCOM Directive 621-1,
“Joint Special Operations Education System,” out-
lines specific education goals and requirements.16 As
part of the education process, SOF personnel usu-
ally attend a host of joint and service courses such
as ISS. Selected SOF officers may attend an ad-
vanced military studies program such as the Army
School of Advanced Military Studies, the Marine
Corps School of Advanced Warfighting, or the Air
Force School of Advanced Air and Space Studies.
Others may choose to attend joint SOF education
courses offered at JSOU at Hurlburt Field, Florida.
However, this is about as far as the formal military
school system can educate SOF officers. Even
SOCOM Publication 1 acknowledges, “The major-
ity of a serious professional development program
must be self-development.”17 This approach leaves
it up to the individual SOF officer to obtain follow-
on and advanced education and training. With the
current focus on SOCOM expansion, it is time to
change the practice of self-development to require
SOF officers receive focused education and train-
ing in critical joint warfighting skill sets derived from
recent GWOT experiences.

Operations in Afghanistan have yielded some note-
worthy issues that the Army should address in for-
mal SOF education and training. Although not all-

inclusive, the following areas need greater empha-
sis in SOF education and training:

l Joint fire measures and integration and
deconfliction of air and battle space.

l Special activities and compartmented opera-
tions.

l Information management and technologies.
l Joint SO doctrine and linkages to the theater

campaign plans.
l JSOTF manning requirements, particularly re-

serve forces.
l Joint operations and planning.
l Full-spectrum and unconventional approaches

to operations ranging from small-scale contingencies
to high-intensity conflict.

l Synchronization of joint operations to achieve
synergistic effects with sister service capabilities.

l SOF and conventional force interoperability.

Joint SOF Officer Skill Sets
Joint fires and battlespace deconfliction have sig-

nificant effects on SOF planning and employment.
Special operations forces have become proficient in
the use of tactical fires at the training centers such
as the joint readiness training center (JRTC) and the
national training center (NTC). Before operations in
Afghanistan, most SOF only incorporated organic
service fires (organic attack aviation or artillery plat-
forms). Several scenarios at the training centers
employ time-sensitive targets and bombers perform-
ing close air support. However, these scenarios do
not train SOF staffs or JSOTF commanders inex-
perienced in the joint fires process and battlespace
synchronization.

In some cases, JRTC and NTC training creates
false expectations about SOF doctrine and employ-
ment.18 Initial analysis from Afghanistan indicates
that air power, coordinated with SOF and indigenous
maneuver forces, “was a joint air-land struggle in
which the ability to combine fire and maneuver by
diverse arms made the difference between success
and failure.”19 Although combining fire and maneu-
ver by diverse arms might seem new, SOF have
employed it before; the current SOF generation has
only relearned it. Air power plays an important role
in support of SOF assets. The flexibility of air power,
particularly from aircraft carriers, can quickly pro-
vide SOF with operational fires, as in Afghanistan.
The strategic bomber has emerged as one of the
preeminent weapons systems in support of SOF.
B-52s and B-1s have the advantages of long loiter
time; all-weather operations; reduced short-range,
foreign-basing requirements; large numbers of near-
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precision guided weapons; and large crews able to
man a number of communications radios. The joint
SOF operator and planner will achieve success if
he understands the capabilities joint assets can bring
to the fight. In the GWOT, Navy and Air Force as-
sets provide the most responsive joint fire support
for SOF.

The special operations liaison element (SOLE) is
critical to accessing joint fires and deconflicting
battlespace. The SOLE integrates all SOF air and
surface operations in the combined air operations
center and is responsible for carrying out the JSOTF
commander’s intent through liaison with the joint
forces air component commander’s (JFACC) com-
bat plans division (CPD). Efforts to enhance SOLE
integration must continue through research that air-
men and SOF conduct in their ISS education and in
training of JSOTF staffs. Experimentation with agen-
cies such as the Combined Air Operations Center-
Experimental at Air Combat Command is also im-
portant.

Future JSOTF commanders might request an air
support operations center (ASOC). The ASOC is
a JFACC asset normally attached to an Army corps
headquarters operating as a JTF. Joint Publication
3-05 states, “ASOCs can help the SOF commander
request and integrate air power into all the JFC’s
[joint force commander’s] special operations.”20

The modern JSOTF can be employed as a stand-
alone with a joint interagency task force (JIATF),
or as part of a JTF. The JSOTF becomes the inter-
face between conventional and unconventional com-
partmentalized operations. Although operational se-
curity (OPSEC) is paramount to successful special
operations, in the recent campaign in Afghanistan,
SOF staff officers hampered logistical support to the
Northern Alliance and coordination of some critical
air support by creating informational stovepipes. SOF
staff officers must ensure that their key theater
counterparts, on whom they rely on for air support,
logistics, and intelligence, are “read-in” so these
counterparts can plan and allocate available theater
support. Joint SOF officers must continually iden-
tify who must participate in planning at the theater
level and assess the effect of OPSEC in accom-
plishing the overall campaign plan.

Advanced SOF education and training must in-
clude information management and technologies that
can help streamline planning processes through col-
laboration tools that create a dynamic, interactive in-
terface between a JTF and a JSOTF and its com-
ponents.21 Because of the ad hoc nature of today’s
JSOTF, gaps exist in “national-level intelligence sup-
port, operators for systems which provide the com-
mon operational picture, and sufficient personnel to
sustain combat operations in the future operations
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The JSOTF-Philippines
commander and public af-
fairs officer, brief reporters
from the BBC, Zamboanga,
Republic of the Philippines.
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and plans cell of a JSOTF.”22 One recent study of
the technological GWOT challenges stated that an-
other priority must be “integration of SOF and the
leveraging of multilateral capabilities more seamlessly
with conventional forces operations.”23

The recent joint experiment Millennium Challenge-
02 (MC-02) debuted a number of collaborative tools
for future JTF and JSOTF headquarters. As tech-
nology increases, these tools will become more ef-
ficient and have greater capability. Proficiency in
these techniques and technologies is perishable, how-
ever, and reliance on technology alone without a sys-
tem of back ups could result in the techniques and
technologies becoming a millstone to the JSOTF if
they falter or are disrupted.

At the start of MC-02, selected personnel had up
to three training periods on systems and procedures.
The demands of an information-based JSOTF (tele-
phone, e-mail, net-chat, radio, television, video tele-
conferences, web pages, and on-line collaboration)
overwhelmed soldiers with little or no training. SOF
must take advantage of advances in information
management and technologies to remain relevant.

For SOF to synchronize with conventional forces,
they must understand sister service and joint doc-
trine to comprehend the idiomatic expressions sis-
ter services use. Unfortunately, military culture dis-

counts doctrine more than it adheres to it. After ev-
ery major conflict, SOF seem to reinvent the wheel,
and the GWOT is proving no different. Because
SOF tend to slight doctrine and education, they “lack
the training, equipment and manning to rapidly and
effectively establish what are now ad-hoc headquar-
ters at the joint operational level.”24 SOF sacrifices
time and energy because they do not know the doc-
trine well enough and need more warrior-scholars
with the skills necessary to serve at all operational
levels. SOF personnel must know national security
master strategies to combat terrorism, understand
SOF capabilities, and build a SOF strategy to pros-
ecute the GWOT.

Experience demonstrates that establishing a
JSOTF is easy, but manning it with qualified joint
personnel is difficult. Because JSOTFs are not likely
to become less complex, SOF must better educate
and train officers, especially communications, intel-
ligence, and support field grade officers, finding
ways to track and recall officers with expertise in
joint SOF operations as they rotate from SOF to con-
ventional units.

U.S. Army Reserve (USAR) and National Guard
(ARNG) SOF roles and the roles of conventional
personnel supporting SOF are also crucial. Before
conducting JSOTF operations in Afghanistan, the
20th SFG (ARNG) conducted several train-ups and
participated with SOCJFCOM in MC-02, which
provided an excellent shakedown before deploy-
ment. Manning with properly educated and trained
teams is crucial.

Recommendations
No simple, one-size-fits-all solution exists to cre-

ate better educated, trained, and joint-qualified SOF
officers at the operational level. SOCOM must have
creativity, perseverance, and a long-term, broad
strategy. A recent Government Accounting Office
(GAO) survey acknowledged that to develop an ef-
fective strategic plan the Department of Defense
(DOD) needed “greater flexibility and that leverag-
ing new educational technologies would facilitate
its ability to prepare officers for the joint envi-
ronment.”25 Two agencies address this education
and training requirement: the JSOU and the
SOCJFCOM.

In the near term, SOCOM must leverage the ca-
pabilities of both the JSOU and the SOCJFCOM.
SOCOM assigns officers with the right operational
and educational backgrounds and clearly delineates
lines of operations. SOCOM must ensure unity of
effort to make joint SOF education and training more
effective and provide the necessary funding for edu-
cation and training resources. Joint Publication 3-05.1
and SOCOM Directive 621-1 contain education and

U.S. and British members
of the JSOTF-North in Iraq
plot their course while flying
on an MH-53M Pavelow.
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training guidance.26 In accordance with JP 3-05.1,
the USSOCOM commander has designated
SOCJFCOM to conduct training of selected JSOTFs
and to assess SOF-related doctrine in support of
SOCOM’s collective training program.27

There are three training levels. The first includes
all staff officers, NCOs, and personnel, including AC
and RC augmentees who might serve on a JSOFT
headquarters or who are being assigned to a the-
ater SOC. Training might be conducted via a com-
pact disk for individual self-paced training. The
JSOU would be responsible for maintaining and up-
dating JSOTF training. Level-two training, which
would include the theater SOC commander, poten-
tial theater SOC commanders, and selected SOC or
JSOTF personnel, would be conducted in a formal
classroom environment at the Joint Special Opera-
tions University. Level-three training would include
staff officers, NCOs, and personnel assigned to or
supporting a theater SOC or JSOTF headquarters
in support of a JTF or higher joint force. USSO-
COM-sponsored SOF training teams would conduct
level-three training.

Both JSOU and SOCJFCOM are responsible for
this effort, and SOCOM is the executive agent
charged with ensuring that all education and train-
ing complies with established policy and standards.
SOCJFCOM must evaluate the execution of SOF-
related joint doctrine in support of SOCOM’s col-
lective-training program through the JFCOM’s joint
training infrastructure.

Educating SOF in joint operations is also partly a
matter of timing. The more senior an officer be-
comes, the greater the requirement is for joint edu-
cation and training. JSOU research facilities and
teaching focus on educating SOF leaders, giving
SOCOM an unparalleled opportunity to meet edu-
cation requirements for 21st-century SOF person-
nel. SOCOM must target ISS collectively with
JSOU’s education mission and SOCJFCOM’s ex-
perienced trainers to build the necessary core of joint
SOF officers.

Special Forces Qualification Course attendees and
other SOF personnel in initial entry-training should
receive a joint SO doctrine and procedures over-
view—not to make them doctrinal experts, but to
address jointness early in their careers. By the sev-
enth or eighth year of service, most officers no
longer command SOF detachments or platoons, but
normally occupy assistant staff positions. The time
to expose them to joint SOF doctrine in preparation
for ISS and field grade officer responsibilities is when
they become staff officers.

The proposed model is similar to one originally
established in 1989, with a few modifications to ac-
count for updated doctrine.28 The focus must be on

educating SOF personnel for the joint operational
level. Integration of SOF joint operations, such as
in the Special Forces Qualification Course, should
fall under the JSOU’s direction and be taught in resi-
dence or by mobile education teams (METs) trav-
eling to outlying SOF duty stations. Some selected
instruction might occur by CD-ROM or interactive
web-based learning.29

Joint SOF education should also be injected into
the ISS. About 75 percent of all SOF ISS students
attend the Army Command and General Staff Col-
lege each year where an established SOF track in-
cludes over 200 hours of instruction supported by
JSOU in both core- and graduate-level tasks in four
areas: civil affairs, psychological operations, special
operations, and special operations aviation. JSOU
must also offer joint SOF instruction at the Navy,
Marine Corps, and Air Force (USAF) ISS and
through their respective Advanced Military Studies
(AMS) programs. According to one SOF officer re-
sponsible for ISS education, placing a larger num-
ber of SOF officers in the AMS programs is a pri-
ority, along with follow-on placement of them in
areas where they can make the greatest contribu-
tions to SOF and the joint community. In addition,
programs must continue to be developed for offic-
ers selected to fill joint billets but not selected to at-
tend a resident ISS.

According to DOD data, one-third of officers
serving in joint positions in fiscal year 2001 partici-
pated in both phases of the joint education program.30

A recent GAO report notes, “The Joint Forces Staff
College, from which most officers receive the sec-
ond phase, is currently operating at 83 percent of
its 906-seat capacity.”31 One possible solution to
achieving higher attendance is to have SOF person-
nel attend ISS, go on temporary duty enroute to the
Joint Forces Staff College (JFSC) and then report
to their units. This would put more SOF Joint Pro-
fessional Military Education—Phase II (JPME-II)
graduates into units but would require a flexible per-
sonnel system. Having a JPME-II-qualified officer
in SOF tactical units, headquarters, or joint staffs
would be valuable to operations and planning teams
and a great investment in and benefit to SOF and
conventional forces. These are near-term solutions,
but developing a long-term plan is crucial, too. Fo-
cused joint education and training for SOF officers
is essential for operational success in joint or JSOTF
environments.

Does SOCOM need to have a separate ISS? One
senior SOF officer pointed out that in the 1930s air-
men worked through the theory and mechanics of
air-power application at the Air Corps Tactical
School (ACTS) at Maxwell Field, Alabama. Be-
cause of their efforts, when World War II began,
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their theories and experiments eventually gave birth
to a new military service—the USAF. This change
came about because the Army could not provide the
education, training, and resources airmen required.

Obviously, SOCOM is far from establishing its
own ISS or a separate SOF service. However, the
National Security Strategy and National Strategy for
Combating Terrorism rely on preemptive actions and
expanding SOF roles, thus it would be premature to
rule out such a possibility in the coming decade.

With SOCOM’s and SOF’s GWOT missions and
the requirement to conduct operations in a joint en-
vironment, junior field grade SOF operators and plan-
ners must obtain quality educations and training for
the operational and strategic levels of joint opera-
tions in order to function effectively on a combat-
ant commander’s staff or on a JSOTF. Joint SOF
staff officer training should focus on, but not be lim-
ited to, the following skill sets:

l Joint operations and planning.
l Full-spectrum operations.
l Synchronization of joint operations.
l Familiarity with all service components’ doc-

trine and capabilities.
l Joint fires employment.
l SOF and conventional force interoperability.
l Joint force air component commander and air

targets officer coordination.
An ideal place to conduct this standardized joint

training would be at each service’s ISS as part of
SOF officers’ required curriculum. If this is not fea-
sible, the JSOU and SOCJFCOM in residence or
in mobile education and training teams could con-
duct education and training. SOCOM, with JSOU
and SOCJFCOM, must be the lead headquarters to
ensure unity of effort and standardization.

In October 1995, U.S. Army Major General
Sidney Shachnow stated, “Undoubtedly, some people
will point to the magnificent manner in which SOF
[has] succeeded in meeting all challenges to date.
These same people will remind us not to fix some-
thing that is not broken. My response is [as Tho-
mas Edison said]: ‘Show me a thoroughly satisfied
man, and I will show you a failure.’ Of all our hu-
man resources, the most precious is the desire to
improve.”32 MR


